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Abstract
This study assesses 4-year-olds' concept of sex role typing of

a

some adult activities and compares it with that of 6;yeér;51ds (from a
male and from a female teacher's class) who have had two“years in school.
The experimental task required subjects to chooée male or female adult
figures to-add to pictures showiﬁg different activities. The results
suggest that children's concept of ;ex role typing changés towards

gréater conformity with traditional stereotypes between 4 and 6 years,

~and that presenting children with personal experiénce of uhtypical role

4————————eeeﬁ?aﬂ%s~h&s~seme7~a%%hoggh~sma}}7~effect.
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Changes in Children's .Concept of Sex Role Typing

of Sohe Adult Activities after Two Years in School

By 4 years of age children know their own sex identity and‘they
are able to distingdish sex~-appropriate behayiours and activitiés for
thems_élves and others (Kuhr.l,‘ Nash & Bruéken, 1978). This knowledge of sex
roles:is learnt during their early yeaxs from experience and observation,.
including from television and.from books, but: chiefly undér the influence
éf their parents' attitqdes and .behaviour. When théy eﬁter;school their

concept of sex roles will bé influenced by their teachers, their peers,

theilr reading books and other curriculum méterial;, and by the géneral
social strﬁctpre of the school.

In this study_ﬁ;year-olds' concept of sex role tyﬁing of some
adult activities was assessed and compared with thaﬁ:of 6eyéér-dld$ who
"had had two years in schooi; The 6-year-olds were from a female teacher's

'class and from a male.teacherfs class. Their ébncept of sex role typing
was assessed by having them choose male or female adult figurés to add to
pictures in which two children neede&‘help with what they were doing. It
was hypétgésized that the younger children's chbices wouid be less
,stereotyped'than the older ones' who had had two years togefher in"school.
It wés also hypothesized that the 6—yeai—olds“fr§m the male tgacher's

class would show some effect of exposure to an untypical role model.

Subjects |
Subjects were 30.ch£ldfen from a public school in a middle classl_
- néigﬁbourhooafof Toronto. There‘kere 10 4-year-olds who had been in

schoél (half days) for tﬁree months and 20 6—yéar;olds who had been in



school for two years (half days) aau  months (fdll days). Of the
6-year-olds 10 were from a female teac... s class and 10 from a male
teacher's class. The 4—year?olds had 3 female teacher. The children were
.chosen at random from each of thd;thra' classes, except it was determined
‘that there were 5 girls and 5 boys in - ‘zh group of 10.

Materiﬁls o S 2

There were sii large coloured pictures each showing a girl and a

boy enggged in some'gctivity in which the twd children were equally
idvolved (see Table 1). There were also twelve cut-out pictures.of adults
(six male and six female)'siggd%ggngp;iately tp fit-ihto the large
pictures. | KERE

Table 1

Pictures of Children's Activities Requiring an Adult Helper

1. Travelling in the back of a car - écar) - | stereotypically
2. Carrying ladder towards kitten in tree ladder)- | masculine

3. Visiting a zoo . (zo0) "

4, Shopping in a supermarket gshoppin )

5. Preparing food in a kitchen kitéhen% stereotypically
6.

Sitting in a classroom (school) feminine

’

In Table 1 the plctures are llsted in a sequence from the most
stereotyplcally masculine to the most stereotyplcally feminine acdtivity
for_thefadult helpers, which was assessed using'four,adult raters-(two_
male, two fémale)f'This:rating accords with 5- to 15-year-olds'

| perceptions of pa:eqfal roles'reportedqby Goldman aﬁd Goldmaﬁ (1983);
Procedure ° | -

o

Children were testéd individually, audiotaping each session. The
task was introduced as a game; the .child was given the twelve pictures
of adults (randomly mixed) and asked to set. them out so they could all

’

be seen. S/he was then shown one of the large p*ctures and' asked what
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the glrl and boy in the picture were d01ng.-In conversation w1th the,
experlmenter it was decided that the chlldren m;ght need some help in
their activity (for example, to drive the car or to pay for the‘groceries
- etc. ) and the child was asked to choose one of the cut-out aduits to put
4int6 the picture fo help theaébildren wiﬁh wﬁat they were'doing. After
s/he haddmade the choice s/he'was asked why that person had been éhoqen.
.Thls was rvpeated w1th al1 six plctures, presented in random order. .
After the game the child was encouraged to talk a llttle about hlS or

“her family and school:

Results

i, The sequence ’car' -, 'ladder' - 'zoo' - 'shopping' - 'kitchen' -

~.

'school’ was asééééediﬂimthe adult raters asvrebreseﬁting a transition
from stereotypically masculine ;ctivities to sEereotypicaily femiﬁine
activities for the adult helpers. The data from the 6—yeéi—olds reflect
this ordering,\as do, but less-clearly; the data from tﬁe 47year-olds
(see Table 2).. .

'Taple 2-

Percentage of Subjects Choosing Male Adult for Eaéh Adtivity

U4-year-olds = 6-year-olds
car . 70 ‘ - ‘85 '
ladder Lo 80
200 bo. 4s
shopping 50 45
‘kitchen 60 35

school - .10 © 15

Taking the activities in the 'car', ''ladder' and 'zoo' ‘pictures
és mascuiine activities for the adult helpers‘and ‘those in the 'shopping’,

'kitchen' and 'school' pictures as feminine ones, 69% of the 6-year-olds'

.choices were: sex-typed, and 55% of the k;year-olds' choiées; this




difference is only significant at the 0.1 levei‘(xﬁh;= 3.55, p<.1) 1
, However‘all but one 4-year-old chose a fenale adult for the 'school
piefure; all of the other pictures illustrafed'actiVities which parénts
right. perform, and considering only these activities the 6-year-olds'
choices were significantly more sex~typed than the 4-year-olds'
(xv(| 4,50, p<.05). There was very little difference in sex-typing
‘between the choices made by fhe-é—year—olds from the fenale teacher's
class and those from the male teacher s class (x(o- 0.35, p> .05)
.'However the female teacher S pupils all chose a female adult for the

school'_picture, whereas in the male teacher's group three childien

chose a male.

dhere there was a difference between the younger and-older

‘groups it was usually becanse of the younger children's choosing an adnit
of the same sex as themselves rather than the cultural stereotype.
-Overall the 4—yearfolds were more likely to choose an adult of the same
sex as themselves than were the 6—year—olds. for  the h—year—olds 70% of
the girls' choices were of females and 60% of the boys' choices were of
males (‘X."'u)= 5.45, p<.05), whereas for the 6-year-olds 55% of the girls'
choices were of females .and 57% of.the boys' choices were of males.
(‘L"(.,= 1.63, ﬁ) ;05). Also where there was a difference between the
choices made by boys and girls in the same group it was because the
children chose adults of the same sex as themselves, although these
”differences were not significant;

| When asked for reasons for their choices the h—year—olds were
more71ikely to gife responses relating to the job to be done (e.g.
1) There is controversy over the use of the chi—square statistic in

this way (Paludi, 1982) but in- this study the sample size is too
small to permit separate analyses of each item. -
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"because_they heed a grokh—up to help them do it") or relstiné to
themselves (e.g. "cos I want to" "I like this one") or to éive no reason
(or just-"becguse"). However.their choices did not appear to be madelat
random: all but one L4-year-old chose a-female'ado}t for.the 'school
lpicture. The 6-year-olds gave more sex-typed reasons (e.g.l"because
teachers are ladies” "becaose he's the father" ‘"because he's like a |

fireman" "because he's a man" etc.), although some of their reasons too

were neutral or-irrelevant. -

* Discussion

The data presented above suggest.that children's concept of sex
role typlng of some adolt act1v1t1es does change between 4 and 6 years,
--and-- that th1s change isin the direction of greater.conformity to

traditional stereotypes. That the h—ye;r-olds did not show such definite
categorising of activities accordiﬁg to traditional stereotypes as dio
" the S—year-oids could reflect the diversity of their parents' attitudes
end.their pre-school experiences, little modified by their few months in
school, or it could reflect their earlier stage of cognitive development
(Xohlberg, 196o). Or it may represent:a lesserlunderstehding of what was
required of them in the tesk and a random choosing of adult cut-outs,
aithough this dia not seem to he so: as recorded above, all but one
4—year—old chose a female adult for the 'school' Ppicture. It is likely.
+hat their ch01ces reflected their concepts of sex roles, whether o* not
they could verballze reasons for making them.
The choices made for the 'school’ picture and for the 'cax’
‘p1cture were the most stereotyped in both age groups. It is 1nterest1ng
that for these two activities a term could be (and often was) applled

o

to the person performing the act1v1ty that is, for ‘caxr' -- driver
1



(= male) and for 'school' -- teacher (= fémale).'Perhaps the labelling
of acti&ities/occupation$, e&en with heutral terms such as these,
facilitates sex role typing.

The choices made by the 6-year-olds from-the female teacher's
class and‘those from the male teacher's c;ass were very siﬁilar; Both
groups chose the_éfereotype twice as often as the non—stereétype, and
more often gave sex—fyped.reasons for their choices thﬁﬁ’thg;h—year«olds
did. These children;.as well as being older, had spent ﬁore time.in
school, and mofe time together. As’Oakley (197é) says, "despite the

)

obviods variatioh iﬁ the way parents behave towards towards their children,’

e

there 'is remarkable dbnsegsus among young children in,théiy conceptions

of génder :r:oles"2 (p. 183). This consensus is seen in the choices made

in this eﬁperimental task; fhé children seemed to share the samé cultural

stereotypes, soﬁetimes in spite of paientai models:‘for example, -a few

children whose mothers drove them to school every day chose a ;aie

figure for the"car' piéture, even saying "because ladies don't drive",.

and one child, whose father made lunch for him everyIAay while his mother

wés af'wérk, chose a female adulﬁ for fhe 'kitchen’ fictufe. As Hartley

and Klein (1959) wrote over 20 years ago, "resﬁgnses to’questions concerning

what 'most men' and 'most’wpmen;'do are quite different from what happens

in children's] own primar& groups. It is almost as if they discount

their immediate personal exﬁerienceé'in favour of some impersonal .

criterion impinging on them from an unspecified external source",(p. 63):
The_6-year-olds in the study reported here had had more exposure

to such 'external sources'; the greater number of sex-typed chnices that

a

.2) It is perhaps preferable to refer to gender differences ;ud gender
role, rather then.to use the commoner terms "sex differences" and
"sex role", in order to emphasize that these are societally ascribed,

.rather than innate, differences and roles (Archer & Lloyd, 1982).

Q | i | ‘ o i o . f)




.they made may have resulted from greater exposure to socializing influences
for which the school"is responsible. Books are an important source of
influence and school readers often portray males and females in traditional
roles (Women on Words & Images, 1972). Teachers aredanother important
influence; the“children's chodce of adult for the 'schoolt picture is
ihteresting'in this regard: the female teacher's group all chose a female
adult which accords with -the traditional stereotype and with their own
experlence. In the male teacher S group three children chose a male

adult and seven chose a female, at least there was some awareness that

e1ther was possible: one child said "I know teachers can be men but I

want to Cchoose & lady ', however another child (also Irom the male teacher's ™’
class) said "I' ll choose the,one with the green dress because teachers
usually wear green dresses"t
. Another aspect of the 6-year-olds' longer time in school is perhaps
_ reflected in the greater hesitation some of them made before chooslng,
whlch appeared to be associated with their desire to get it rlght a
number of them had ‘to be told "there isn't a right or wrong, 1t'
whichever you want to choose'. This seemed to be a surpr1s1ng 1dea to
some 6-year-olds in a school settlng, and may perhap° be assoclated w1th
the consensus in their concept cf sex roles.
This study‘is’too small to permit definite conclusions to be
drawn, but it does demonstrate a method of 1nvest1gatlon that can easily
'be used with young chlldren. In addltlon it does suggest that chlldren s
concept of sex role typlng becomes more stereotyped af'ter two years in -
school, and it suggests that presentlng children with personal experience
.of;untypical role occupants has some effect, although Eerhapsuléss than

might be anticipated. S ' Ly

10
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